A cross-culturAl compArison of the stress experienced by high-level cAreer women
The composition of the South African labour force is rapidly changing. During the past three decades, the participation of women in the formal labour market, for example, has increased significantly. Msimang (2001) , in fact, emphasises the increasing numbers of women, specifically black women, who are moving into high-level careers due to the impact of the Employment Equity Act. Unfortunately, these women are not exempt from the stressful consequences of their increased involvement in the formal labour market. Erasmus (1998) found in a study of the stress experiences of high-level career women from different ethnic groups that more than half reported problems with high levels of work-related stress. Some researchers (Erwee, 1994; Møller, 1998) even suggest that the impact of the Employment Equity Act, which encourages the promotion of more women to managerial positions, may lead to increased levels of stress among women because of their lack of training and the negative impact of gender discrimination on the adjustment of women. What seems to play an important role in the difficulties experienced by many career women is the lack of investment in resources like training, decision-making authority and social support.
The conservation-of-resources model of stress (Hobfoll, 1989; was used as the guiding model to conceptualise this study. Hobfoll (1989) strongly supports an ecological approach to stress that emphasises the importance of thinking of people as members of social systems and structures. According to Hobfoll's model, stress develops due to an imbalance between the perceived threat and the perceived ability to master the threat. This model seems to fit in well with a cross-cultural perspective of stress because of its strong focus on the objective reality of stressful situations. Hobfoll (1988, p.25) 
defines stress as
"a reaction to the environment, in which there is either a) the threat of a net loss of resources, b) the net loss of resources, or c) the lack of resource gain following the investment of resources". are described as any object, personal trait, condition or energy that is of value to an individual and that can be used to gain access to more resources. Socio-cultural circumstances play an important role in the distribution of resources and in the creation of the life context that determines the individual's perception of threats and of the capacities to master these threats.
According to this ecological model, the consideration of ethnic differences in the experience of stress is essential because researchers have to determine whether perceived differences in the level of stress experienced by people from different ethnic groups are not simply the result of the impact of differences in social status and educational level (Hobfoll, 1998) . Thus, from an ecological perspective, it is important to study the differences in the exposure to different stressors because stressors are described as inadequate resources to overcome threats and challenges.
Researchers like Landrine and Klonoff (1997) state that women are exposed to a greater variety of and more frequent stressors than their male counterparts, due to the negative impact of gender discrimination, lack of opportunities for advancement and family-work interface problems. The stressors that women are exposed to are also closely intertwined with community traditions and values regarding gender equity, women's responsibility for domestic and family responsibilities, the distribution of power between men and women as well as the socio-economic climate that influences the availability of resources and the financial security of all workers. Gender discrimination often restricts the opportunities for the training and development of women. Many researchers emphasise the uneven distribution of power, financial resources, status and opportunities that place women (especially black women) in a disadvantaged position with fewer resources than their male colleagues (Møller, 1998; Sibiya, 1993) .
The current financial pressure on families caused by increasing unemployment rates, affirmative action and the ever-increasing gap between the rich and poor are placing undue stress on the whole family system, where women are taking on more (Els & Van Vuuren, 1998) . These role reversals are leading to additional stress because of the added pressure on women to make progress in their careers and to provide a stable home environment. The lack of infrastructure and of basic services, as well as poor living conditions are further sources of frustration for women living in townships. A lack of resources like adequate salaries and benefits, stable home environments, training and development opportunities as well as supportive work environments is contributing to the high levels of stress reported by women from previously disadvantaged groups (Bennett, 2003; Møller, 1998; Msimang, 2001) .
Within the work environment, the disproportionate relationship between excessive demands and inadequate resources also adds to the stress experienced by working women. Gender and racial discrimination leads to social isolation and a lack of control over demands because of a lack of power and it influences access to resources necessary to cope with the frequent exposure to the demands that women have to overcome. With regard to organisational functioning, many women experience difficulty in communicating effectively with their dominantly male supervisors. Performance criteria are often vague, goalposts are shifted and many women complain that their opinions seem to carry less weight than those of their male colleagues (Cartwright & Cooper, 1997; Rosener, 1995) . On the one hand, the task characteristics of female workers sometimes reflect negative gender stereotyping of female workers as less important and less capable of high-level tasks (Bennett, 2003) . On the other hand, workers with inadequate training and skills who are promoted to high-level positions because of the pressure of employment equity legislation experience stress because of qualitative overload (Erwee, 1994) . The large numbers of female workers in helping professions like nursing and social work also experience qualitative overload because of the emotionally demanding nature of their work (Blosser, 2000) . More women furthermore report frequent exposure to quantitative overload and too-long work hours. The physical work environment of many women poses an additional stressor, especially for workers in the public sector like schools, hospitals and government institutions, where the physical environment and work equipment are neglected because of budget constraints that result from increased spending on social services (Van der Walt, 2000) . Although changes in government spending have provided for some of the needs of black workers such as houses, schools and medical services, the lack of equipment, building maintenance and basic services in some institutions creates unnecessary frustration when it interferes with the execution of essential tasks.
With regard to the career path of women, women of all ethnic groups experience frustration because of their slow progress, a lack of training opportunities and a lack of career planning for women in companies (Rosener, 1995) . Pretty, McCarthy and Catano (1992) also found that women tend to be more sensitive to the quality of work relationships and that problems with co-workers impact more negatively on female workers. Exclusion from male-dominated networks, a lack of social support and difficulty in finding same-sex mentors all contribute to additional strain in female workers. Black women may experience more isolation because of differences between their culture and the dominantly white, Westernised culture in organisations. Lastly, the negative influence of gender discrimination on the remuneration and fringe benefits of female workers is stated by researchers internationally. Jacobs (1999) found in a study done by the Human Sciences Research Council among graduated workers that men with the same qualifications and number of years' experience still earn more than their female colleagues. The lower salaries and poor fringe benefits are important barriers to the financial independence of working women and prevent women from acquiring the resources necessary to overcome the obstacles that they face in their career environment. The fact that more and more women are the sole providers for their families unfortunately also limits the chances of financial security for their families (Sibiya, 1993) .
As can be concluded from the literature overview, women from different ethnic groups are exposed in different ways to a variety of stressors. It may therefore be expected that the levels of stress that they experience also differ significantly.
The objective of this study was to examine the influence of ethnic differences in the experience of work-related stress and to investigate the differences in perceived exposure to a number of stressors within and outside the work environment.
The research question of this study was whether black, white, coloured and Asian career women differ significantly regarding their levels of stress and regarding the nature and extent of their exposure to work and non-work-related stressors.
The following research hypotheses were formulated: 
RESEARCH DESIGN Research approach
This article is based on a cross-sectional survey. A criteriongroup design was used as research approach in the study that this article is based upon. Participants from four race groups were compared with regard to their reported levels of stress and to their job-related and non-job-related stressors.
Research method

Participants
A convenience sample of 732 career women was used in this study. The women were recruited through the human resources departments of financial institutions, of publicsector institutions like schools, hospitals and provincial government offices and of medium-sized businesses, and business associations for career women as well as church groups. The distribution according to race was 38.5% black (282), 32.7% white (239), 15% coloured (110) and 13.8% Asian (101). The youngest participant was 21 years old and the oldest 57 years, with an equal distribution of participants in the age categories 21 to 29 years, 30 to 39 years and 40 years and older. All the participants had a minimum of a Grade 12 qualification, with 75% of the group having tertiary education; 50% of the group had more than three years of tertiary education. Three career categories were distinguished, namely administrative or clerical (42%), social services (nursing, teaching, social work) (40%) and professional or managerial (18%). Furthermore, 354 (48.4%) of the participants were married, 267 (36.5%) were single and 111 (16.1%) were divorced, and 68% of the participants had children.
Measuring instruments
A self-compiled biographical questionnaire was used in this study. It consisted of six questions about the participants' ethnic group, age, educational qualifications, job description, marital status and number of children.
The Work and Life Experiences Questionnaire (WLE) (Van Zyl, 1994 ) was used to measure the level of stress and the causes of stress experienced by the participants. This questionnaire was standardised for use with high-level South African workers from different ethnic groups. It consisted of 116 items, with 40 items that measured the level of stress, 16 items that measured non-work-related causes of stress and 60 items that measured 6 different types of work-related stressors (organisational functioning, task characteristics, physical work environment, career matters, social matters, and remuneration and fringe benefits). A principal-axis factor analysis (the Varimax method) was run on the 16 items of the non-work-related causes. Three factors emerged from this: psychosocial problems (including conflict in relationships, bereavement, a lack of social status), infrastructure (a lack of basic services, poor housing) and socioeconomic problems (financial problems).
Research procedure
The researcher and 15 fieldworkers who assisted with the data-gathering process approached 1 000 career women and requested them to participate in the study. The participants had been recruited during visits to private and public-sector organisations, to associations for career women and to church groups. Instructions for the completion of the questionnaires were explained to the participants and arrangements were made for the return of the questionnaires to the fieldworkers within a period of one week. The voluntary nature of participation and the confidentiality of responses were also explained to the participants. Those participants interested in feedback about their results were requested to identify themselves on the questionnaires to enable the research team to provide them with written feedback. The data were gathered over a period of three months and a total of 768 questionnaires were returned. Due to incomplete responses on 36 of the questionnaires returned, only 732 were coded and captured electronically.
Statistical analysis
The statistical significance of the differences among the ethnic groups was determined with the aid of the analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) and the practical significance was established through the determination of Cohen's effect sizes (Steyn, 1999) .
RESULTS
As can be concluded from Table 1 , the groups differed significantly on most of the variables. The differences among the racial groups in organisational functioning, career matters and social matters were not, however, significant. The differences among the four groups were of small practical significance regarding the following variables: stress levels, causes outside work (social), causes outside work (economic), task characteristics, and remuneration and fringe benefits. The differences found in the physical work environment were of medium significance. The effect size of the differences that emerged in the causes outside work (the total score) and causes outside work (infrastructure) was large, indicating a high practical significance. See Table 2 for the specific differences regarding the stressors related to and not related to work.
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DISCUSSION
The women from the four racial groups differed significantly in the levels of work stress that they experienced. The black women reported the highest stress levels, these being significantly higher than the stress levels reported by the white and Asian women. These findings are consistent with the findings of Jackson and Sears (1992) and Møller (1998) , who posit that differences in access to resources like good training, high-level posts and sufficient remuneration hamper black women's ability to master work-related demands and that these therefore result in higher stress levels in black women. It seems that black women are exposed to significantly (a high practical significance) more non-work-related stressors than white and Asian women, the mean scores of the black participants reflecting a high stress level. Large differences exist among the four racial groups regarding the three subcomponents of the nonwork-related stressors subscale, namely psychosocial stressors, poor infrastructure and socio-economic problems. This finding supports findings by Sibiya (1993) , Møller (1998) and Msimang (2001) in that differences in access to transport, housing, basic services and recreational facilities play an important role in the stress experience of black women. The white women reported the least problems with infrastructure, the Asian women reported more than the white women but less than the coloured and black women. The black women also experienced the most problems with economic crises and psychosocial problems, while the coloured women experienced significantly more psychosocial problems than the white women. This may be associated with the marginalisation of black and coloured women who work in organisations in a predominantly white, Westernised organisational culture. It may also mean that the black women experienced more economic and family problems due to their insufficient contextual resources, which leave them vulnerable and restrict their ability to cope effectively with environmental demands.
With regard to stressors within the work environment, significant differences were found among the groups on task characteristics, physical work environment and remuneration and fringe benefits. The black and coloured women reported significantly more stress regarding their work characteristics. This may be due to either overload or under-load (an itemspecific analysis is necessary to determine the exact cause). It may also be due to poor communication regarding performance expectations, which leads to uncertainty and misunderstanding. The black, coloured and Asian women reported significantly higher levels of dissatisfaction with their physical work environment. The mean score of the Asian participants was significantly lower than that of the white participants but it was still higher than the mean scores of the black and coloured participants. With regard to the mean score on the remuneration and fringe-benefit subscale, the white women's score was significantly higher than that of the black participants. It is important to note that the mean scores of all four groups were significantly lower than those reported by Van Zyl (1991) . This is indicative of the dissatisfaction of these women with their remuneration and benefits.
CONCLUSION
Government institutions and private companies must realise the necessity of support for gender-equity policies. Investment in the provision of better infrastructure in disadvantaged communities, of sufficient training and of equal remuneration and benefits for all workers are also important for the successful adjustment of career women. Without the real support of monetary investment to help improve access to resources, measures to redress the inequities of the past will fail and will perpetuate a self-fulfilling prophecy where the abilities of female workers are questioned, yet, because of legislation aimed at redressing gender and racial practices, where women (especially from designated groups) are appointed in larger numbers but without the resources that help them to deal effectively with the high demands of their jobs and multiple roles. When they then succumb to the stress of the high demands and the lack of resources to master these demands, the beliefs about the inability of women to succeed in demanding careers are maintained.
It is suggested that future research should focus on more homogenous groups of career women. A longitudinal followup of women to report on their career progress as well as on the development of skills to overcome the obstacles that they encounter can also be of great value to researchers and human research practitioners. With regard to human resource management practices, more support for female workers, especially with regard to training, stress management skills and mentoring programmes can make a valuable contribution to the well-being of high-level career women.
